PRELIMINARY                           jr

It is no doubt tactless in these days to declare one's faith in
Aristotle so roundly, for some of the most illuminating critics
of our time have very little use for him. Indeed, the present
trend of fashionable criticism appears to have little use even for
drama. To our most modern coteries, drama is poetry or it is
nothing; and by poetry they mean some sort of allegorical
arabesque in which the images of Shakespeare's plays are fax
more important than their men and women. To these critics,
characterisation is rather an accidental than an essential element
in drama, and all that really counts is the mystically symbolic
patterning of tonal and visual form. The appreciation of
Donne is distorting the valuation of Shakespeare. Yet drama is
a representation of action; and to our simple sense the actors
in it do look more or less like human beings; wherefore, to
consider them as images of men and women seems the safest
way of trying to understand them.

There is much virtue in this safety for a merely academic
person whose occupation is in a department of literature in a
university institution. But it is a safety which must not be
bought at the cost of substituting scholarship for criticism.
Departments for the study of English literature are now estab-
lished in universities as an accepted means for effecting that
particular spiritual and intellectual discipline which is a primary
object of academic study. But there is still uncertainty as to
how best they may contribute to this object. The real problem
is to determine the right relationship between scholarship and
criticism* Our own impression, after twenty five years spent
as a university teacher of literature, is that in the main we are
lacking in courage. Confronted with this vast body of material
which we call English literature, we find a multitude of ways
of handling it which can easily be justified as proper activities
in the pursuit of knowledge. Such, for instance, are all the
opportunities it offers for what in the most obvious sense can
be called historical research. The lives of the poets are to be
traced from documents and registers in the Record Office;
the social, economic, political and religious background of